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I reached into the drawer, fingers sweeping through the hollow space. Empty. 

Where the hell is my purse?

And then it hit me.  

Creed’s office. I took it with me.  

A surge of anger twisted in my gut as I shoved back from my desk. I spun toward the door—

And screamed. 

A man sat at my conference table. Not standing. Not hiding. Sitting. Like he belonged there. 

“Peyton,” he said, with a slow, oily smirk that turned my stomach. His voice curled through the air like smoke. It was familiar somehow, yet completely alien. 

“Didn’t mean to startle you.”  

My pulse thundered in my ears. “Who the hell are you?”  

He leaned forward, fingers steepled. His eyes were like ink spilled across ice, black, unreadable, unforgiving. 

“I’m Marco Vincenzo.”  

The name detonated in my brain like a flashbang. 

I froze. 

Despite the dread uncoiling in my stomach, my mind snagged on the details. I always noticed the details. 

Salt-and-pepper hair, cut with ruthless precision. A tailored black suit, like he was already mourning someone. 

Maybe me. 

But it was his eyes that gutted me. Cold. Empty. Mocking. They scanned my face as though memorizing it for reasons I wouldn’t like. 

Breathe, Peyton. Breathe.

“How did you get up here?” I asked, my voice brittle. 

He grinned. “I rode the elevator.”  

God. Security. I’d talk to them ... if I lived through the next ten minutes. 

I straightened, palms slick. “What can I do for you, Mr. Vincenzo?”  

“Call me Marco.” He lounged back with casual arrogance. 

“You ignored our warnings, so I thought a personal visit might be more ... convincing.”  

I thought about the phone calls from his assistant, Frank. The text messages I tried to ignore. “Ray’s dead. The agency’s shut down. Your business with him isn’t mine.”  

He tilted his head. “What business is that, exactly?”  

I hesitated. Too long. 

He noticed. 

“We staffed your clinics with m-medical personnel,” I said, hating the stammer creeping into my voice. “But they’ve all received notice that their contracts were ending.”  

“And what did they say?”  

I swallowed. “I didn’t get to speak with any of them.” Not that I hadn’t wondered why. 

“And you and I both know why.”  

His laughter grated. 

“I released them from contract,” I snapped. “They’re free to go.”  

Marco shook his head slowly. “That’s where you’re wrong.”  

My hands clenched. “What do you mean?”  

“Ray owed me money. A lot of it. And since he’s dead, the debt falls to you.”  

A hollow buzzing filled my ears. My mind skittered over the words, trying to find some logic that would make them untrue. “What debt?” My voice pitched higher. “I did what you asked. I finished the payroll.” 

He chuckled, low and dark. “That was just the beginning.”  

“Look, Marco, all I want is to get on with my life and raise my daughters.”  

His shrug said, not my problem. 

“Peyton, your husband took something from me. But there is another option,” he said. 

I had to swallow, then lick my dry lips before I could speak. “And what’s that?”  

“I take something from him.”  

I sucked in a shaky breath. “What are you talking about?”  

“A compromise.” Marco’s gaze swept the length of my body. 

“I had no idea you were so beautiful,” he said, nodding arrogantly. “My youngest son, Francesco, needs a wife. A union between the two of you could be ... beneficial.”  

His words made my heart race. I searched his expression. “You can’t be serious!”  

Marco stayed composed. “I’m very serious. In fact, it’ll be a perfect arrangement.”  

I shook my head. “I can’t do that.”  

His lips twisted with something like amusement. “You can. And you will.”  

I leaned against my desk to steady my shaking legs. “And what if I refuse?”  

Shut up, Peyton. 

“You won’t,” Marco said after a long pause. 

I let out a breath, frustrated. “What’s in it for me?”  

“If you agree, you won’t have to worry about getting your lovely little hands dirty. Until then, you’ll continue to process the payroll,” he said, menace simmering beneath his tone. 

“But I’ve already closed the business,” I said quietly. 

“And by next week, you’ll have it started again. During that time, you’ll also get to know my son.”  

“There has to be another way!” I blurted. 

He adjusted his cuff. “Ray stole three million dollars from me. Skimmed it right under my nose.”  

“Three million!” I gasped, shaking my head. “I didn’t see any ...” My voice trailed. “What if I give you back the money Ray stole?”  

Marco straightened. “Do you know where he hid my money?”  

I shook my head. “I do not know of any other accounts.”  

“Then I’m afraid there’s nothing to negotiate.” He gave me a pointed stare. 

“Please, Marco,” I pleaded. “I don’t want to be involved in Ray’s mistakes.”  

His eyes danced with amusement. “The day he married you, he involved you. I can’t let that slide.”  

“You didn’t let it slide. Ray’s dead! Or did you forget?”  

Even I was surprised by the boldness in my voice. 

Marco’s brows lifted as intrigue flickered in his eyes. “I can see you’re strong-minded,” he said with a laugh that chilled my blood. “My son will have a lot of fun taming you.”  

“I could just go to the police and be done with all of this.”  

He didn’t flinch. That grin was back. 

“You look like a smart woman, so quit the act. You know exactly what’s been going on. That’s why you tried to shut the agency down.”  

I swallowed hard. “I have my suspicions.”  

He didn’t care. “You’ll start it back up. Process the deposits. Keep the books clean. And meet Francesco.”  

“No.”  

“Yes,” he said, final and firm. 

I tried one last shot. “My girls—”  

His smile darkened. “Michelle and Morgan, right? Sweet girls. Kindergarten at Bush Elementary. Bus number twelve.”  

Ice sluiced through my veins. My vision blurred as their adorable butterscotch-brown faces flickered in my mind. Long pigtails, goofy grins, and wide trusting eyes. 

“You know what’s funny?” he said, too calm. “My granddaughter loves riding the bus. She thinks it’s an adventure. Just like your daughters.”  

I couldn’t speak. 

“If you value their lives, Peyton, you’ll play along,” he said, voice hardening to steel. 

“Because accidents happen. Brakes fail. People look away.”  

I gripped the desk, every muscle locking.

Marco stood, sudden, swift, and stepped into my space. 

“Another deposit hits on Wednesday. Process it by Friday. Or plan a funeral.”  

There was nothing else I could do. But even as I nodded, some small part of me refused to die. 

I anchored myself against the desk. And just like that, his expression softened, eerily calm. 

“See? That wasn’t so hard. I think we’re going to work well together.” His phone buzzed. He pulled it from his pocket and checked the screen. “Excuse me,” he said. 

I turned—  

And saw the doorway was no longer empty. 

Creed stood there.
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I had no idea how long he’d been there, watching. I wasn’t sure how much Creed had heard, but the fury in his eyes told me it was enough. 

“Sir,” I said softly, though even I barely recognized the rasp in my voice. 

“You left your purse and briefcase in my office.”  

Creed’s voice was low and flat, a coil of tension beneath the calm. 

He stepped into the room, his broad six-three frame eating up space, but his storming gray eyes ... they were locked on Marco, who was finishing his call. 

The air shifted. 

Marco turned slowly, that ever-present smirk crawling across his face like a snake ready to strike. 

“Marco,” he said smoothly, offering his hand. 

Creed didn’t move at first. He studied Marco’s hand, as if it was dipped in blood. Then, reluctantly, he took it. “Creed Kirkland.”  

The handshake wasn’t a greeting. It was a warning. Their eyes locked, steel grinding against steel. 

Neither blinked. Neither flinched. 

The weight of both men pressed in from opposite sides of the room like predators circling the same prey. 

Me. 

But even surrounded, a part of me refused to cower. I wouldn’t let them see how close I was to breaking.

“Marco’s a ... family friend,” I said quickly, my voice a fragile thing caught between two wolves. The lie tasted sour on my tongue. But the truth would only make everything worse. 

Creed didn’t look at me. 

His gaze stayed pinned on Marco. “And you’re here because ...?”  

Marco didn’t blink. “I’m in Richmond on business and decided to check on Peyton.”  

His tone was silk wrapped in razor wire. 

“Interesting,” Creed said. 

One word lay on the table like a loaded gun. 

Silence pooled between them, thick and dangerous. I needed to end this. Now. 

“Thank you for bringing me my things, Mr. Kirkland,” I said, reaching out, hoping, begging, he’d hand them over and leave before the situation exploded. 

But he didn’t move. His voice dropped lower. “You sure everything’s okay, Peyton?”  

Marco laughed, light and careless. “Ray asked me to look out for her. Should anything happen to him.”  I wanted to call him a liar, but some dark, traitorous part of me wondered if it was true.

Creed’s jaw tensed. “Like a godfather?”  

Marco’s smirk deepened. “You could say that.” His eyes flicked to me. And just like that, the cold returned. “Peyton, kiss those beautiful girls of yours for me.”  

The message beneath the words was a knife in the dark. He leaned in, lips brushing my cheek in that old-world, Italian way. But there was nothing warm about the gesture. 

It was branding. 

“I’ll be in touch,” he murmured. 

A shiver rolled down my spine. 

Marco turned to Creed. “Pleasure meeting you.”  

Neither of them believed that lie. 

Creed didn’t reply. He just watched him go. Every muscle in his body was coiled tight, ready to spring. The door clicked shut behind Marco, but his presence lingered like a ghost in the walls. 

Creed turned to me, eyes hard. “Who was that?”  

I opened my mouth, but only a whisper escaped. “Marco.”  

“His last name?” Creed’s tone snapped like a whip. 

“Why is that important?” I snapped back, more defensive than I meant to be. 

The truth was a weight I couldn’t share. Not with him. Not now. 

It was enough that Ray had dragged us into this mess. I couldn’t let Creed be swallowed by it, too. 

He stared me down. 

“Sir, what do you want?”  

“You left before we finished our conversation.” His voice was even, but I heard the storm behind it. 

“There’s nothing else to discuss,” I said, grabbing papers and stuffing them into my bag like armor. “You lied to me.”  

“I didn’t lie.”  

“You didn’t tell me Ray came to see you.” I turned, glaring at him over my shoulder. 

He stepped closer. “You’re angry. I get it. But I didn’t want to—”  

“Didn’t want to what, Sir?”  My voice cracked. “Didn’t want to tell me that you might’ve been the last person to see my husband alive?” I swallowed hard, bile rising. If Creed knew more than he’d admitted ... what else had he kept from me?

The silence that followed was a knife to the gut. 

“You have everything you need. The resumes, the notes, the top three candidates. I will wait for you to decide who to hire as the new creative director.” I slung my bag over my shoulder, shoving past him. “This is your world now. I’m just trying to survive in it.” The words sounded defeated, even to me. But I didn’t have the strength left to pretend I was still fighting.

I reached the door, but Creed’s arm shot out, gently gripping my forearm. Our eyes met. 

And for one fleeting second, I wished I didn’t still want him. But I did. That was the damn problem. Every time I tried to walk away, one touch from him pulled me back. I told myself this was the last time ... that I would walk away as soon as my knees stopped shaking.

One word. One kiss. I was weak. And fools like me got burned. 

“Let me go home,” I whispered. 

“Peyton. Look at me.”  

I did. 

Stupidly. Willingly. 

He leaned in, his forehead resting against mine, his voice barely a breath. 

“Everything. I still want everything.”  

I trembled. 

“No,” I whispered, stepping back. 

“You don’t get to say that. Not after keeping something like this from me.”  

He reached for me again, but I pulled away. 

My voice cracked. “Seeing Marco reminded me that Ray’s gone. Someone killed him. And I’ve got two little girls to protect now. I don’t have time for secrets, or heartbreak, or whatever this thing is between us.” I waited for him to argue. To promise me something he couldn’t keep. 

He didn’t argue. He didn’t beg. Creed Kirkland didn’t have to. His silence was louder than any apology. He stepped forward, his hand cupped my face, thumb brushing over my cheek like a whisper. And then ... he kissed me. 

Slow. 

Deep. 

Consuming. 

And just like that, the fire started all over again.  

I hated him for it.  

I hated myself more.  

As soon as he leaned in and captured my mouth against his, he knew I would surrender to him. Maybe I let him. Maybe I needed to feel anything but fear. I pressed the palms of my hands against his chest, trying to push him away. But there was no real effort in it, and he knew it. He pried my lips apart, and his tongue swept inside. And I didn’t resist. He knew I wouldn’t. Within seconds, my tongue met his, and together we danced. I melted in his arms and allowed myself to feel safe just for those few seconds. And God help me, I hated how much I needed it. I forgot about my problems, all my worries. To hell with Ray and everything that he brought crashing down at my door. I just allowed myself to feel what only Creed could allow me to feel and yearn for what only he could create. 

With Creed, it was always just a fantasy. My escape from reality, and by the time the kiss was over, I was back to being a widow with two little girls to protect from the dangers Marco posed. 

“I need to go,” I said and pushed away with enough force so there was no misunderstanding, and briskly made my way down the corridor. As the elevator doors sealed me in, relief and dread tangled tight in my chest—relief that Creed hadn’t followed, dread that he’d simply let me go. I’d stopped at the security desk on my way out, voice low and sharp, ordering the guards to keep Marco out of the building completely. He should never have slipped past them in the first place. Their curt nods did nothing to thaw the chill crawling up my spine.

* * *
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AS I DROVE HOME, THE sun dipped behind charcoal clouds, turning the sky into a bruised canvas. Fitting.

My hands clenched the wheel, white-knuckled. I checked the rearview mirror. Again. And again. Every flash of headlights, every dark sedan felt like a trap waiting to spring. Was I being followed? Probably. Marco wouldn’t leave something like this to chance.

I pulled into a gas station parking lot, pretending to check my phone. Let traffic swallow the car behind me. Let me breathe for half a second.

It didn’t help. Paranoia clung like oil to skin.

He knows their names. Their routines. Their school.  

Michelle and Morgan. Kindergarten. Bus number twelve.

I blinked away tears, but they came back stronger. Everything felt surreal. Like I was still trapped in my office, Marco’s voice echoed in my skull like a gunshot on loop. There’s no way out. The money? A drop in the bucket. Even if I drained the insurance, sold the house, burned every bridge, I’d still come up short. And even then, how could I trust a man like Marco to walk away?

“Ray, what the hell did you do to us?”

Elite Professional Staffing, our family’s legacy, his professional pride, was nothing more than a damn laundromat for illegal money.  

A disguise. A lie. And now it was a leash around my neck.

Marco made it clear I was the fool holding the books. Marco made that clear. 

I merged back onto the road. The houses in my neighborhood never looked so sinister ... perfect lawns, smiling porches.  

Lies. All of them.

By the time I hit the garage opener, I felt like I’d run a marathon in a thunderstorm. The adrenaline was gone, and all that remained was a hollow ache behind my ribs. The moment the door slid shut behind me, I exhaled, barely.

I stepped into the house, and their laughter hit me like a punch to the chest.

“Mommy!” Michelle and Morgan ran to me, arms wide. Their small bodies collided with mine, and I dropped to my knees to catch them. For a second, I let myself pretend.  

Pretend I was just another mom coming home from work.  

Pretend Marco Vincenzo didn’t exist.

“I love you so much,” I whispered, holding them tighter than I should’ve. And I meant it. With every shattered piece of me.

They darted off to the living room, and I stood, forcing a smile as Aunt Ruth emerged from the hallway.

“Evening,” she said, but her smile vanished the second she saw my face. “What’s wrong?”

“Come upstairs.” My voice was flat. I didn’t want the girls to hear a single word of this.

By the time Aunt Ruth stepped into my bedroom, I’d already peeled off my shoes like they were weights I couldn’t carry anymore. I sat on the edge of the bed and dropped my face into my hands.

“Talk to me,” she said.

I looked up. “Marco Vincenzo came to see me today.”

Her oval face drained of color. “What? Why?”

“He wanted to talk about Ray’s business ... their business.”

Aunt Ruth moved slowly to the chaise in the corner like her legs had forgotten how to work. “What business?” Her voice was barely audible.

I told her most of it, how Marco claimed Ray stole money, how I was expected to launder funds through the agency. I left out the darkest parts. The threats to my children and me. If she knew, she’d never let me handle it alone. And I couldn’t drag her under with me.

She pressed a hand to her chest as though trying to keep her heart from leaping out.  “He expects you to keep laundering for him?”

I nodded.

“Do you know how much was stolen?”

I met her eyes.  “I offered to pay ... but he refused. Said it wasn’t just about money.”

She tilted her head. “Then what’s it about?”

I hesitated. The words stuck in my throat like broken glass. “He wants me to marry his son.”

Aunt Ruth recoiled. “What? He wants to trade your life for a damn marriage contract? What century are we living in?” But then something shifted in her expression. Recognition.  

Fear.  

Memory.

Aunt Ruth sighed and brushed a hand across her short salt and pepper hair. “He still hasn’t gotten over it ... even after all these years.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

There was silence. That old, terrifying kind. Her shoulders dropped.  

“Ray was supposed to marry Marco’s niece. Sonia. It was arranged. Business, family, politics ... that old Italian crap. But he came home from college engaged to you instead.”

I stared at her like I didn’t know her. As if I didn’t know Ray. “What? He never told me,” I whispered.

Aunt Ruth removed the eyeglasses from her face, her gaze heavy with memory. “His father was furious. Evelyn ... she was terrified. She knew Marco didn’t forget. And he never forgives.”

The words hit me like a slap.

Suddenly, everything made sense. The warnings. The cold politeness. The way Evelyn’s eyes never quite met mine.

The chill that lived in Evelyn’s voice when she said my name. The polite distance. The stiff smiles. 

With the exception of Aunt Ruth, they never accepted me. Not really.

Because to them, I wasn’t a daughter-in-law. I was a thief.

And now Marco wanted what he believed I’d stolen.

But this wasn’t about wounded pride. Not entirely. Then something darker slithered through the shadows of my mind, unwelcome but persistent.

“How did Mr. Powell die again?” I asked, even though the answer was etched in my memory.

Three weeks after our wedding. My father-in-law was found slumped over his office desk. The cause of death: heart attack.

Neat. Convenient.

Aunt Ruth’s entire body went rigid. “Peyton ...” she whispered, her voice paper-thin. “Don’t go there.”

But it was already too late. I saw it, really saw it, written all over her face.

She knew. Maybe not everything. But enough. Aunt Ruth pushed up from the chair, her voice urgent. “I’ll talk to him.”

I was on my feet before she fully rose. “No! Stay out of it. Please.” My voice cracked on the word please. This wasn’t her battle. It was mine. And I was already bleeding. 

“I can’t just sit here while he threatens you.”

“You have to.” I grabbed her hand.  

“It’s my mess now. I have to survive it my way.”

She sighed, defeated. “What if his son wants to marry you?”

“I’m hoping he takes one look at me and says no thanks.”

Her wide, cinnamon-brown eyes scanned my face. “Then he’s an idiot. You’re a beautiful woman.”

I gave a humorless laugh. “Marco said the same thing.”

Aunt Ruth’s face twisted with disgust.  

“I told you before. His sons... all three... are assholes. I’ve heard the rumors. They are cruel and don’t play fair... especially with women.”

“I don’t have a choice.”

“Then make one.”

I nodded, even though we both knew this wasn’t that kind of game. Not anymore.

“I’ll figure it out,” I whispered. “Just ... let me try first.”

She stood. “Dinner’s almost ready. Get yourself together. Don’t worry about this.”

I forced a nod. But inside, I was unraveling.

Once the door shut, I reached inside my purse, pulled out Ray’s wedding band, and curled into myself. The quiet felt heavier than any threat.

I held the ring to my chest, as if it could rewind time. Undo the damage. Kill the debts and ghosts.

But it couldn’t.  

All it did was remind me that I’d married one controlling man ... and was being offered to another.

Tears came fast. Silent. Bitter.

I pressed my palm to my mouth to muffle the sobs. The girls couldn’t hear.  

They needed to believe I was strong.

But I wasn’t strong.

I was trapped.  

A pawn in a game where the rules were written in blood.
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The night stretched into an endless crawl, twisted with the ghosts Ray left behind. Every hour felt like a punishment. Like I was paying for every choice I hadn’t made. 

My body ached from exhaustion, but it was the cold that kept me alert—bone-deep, unrelenting. No blanket could block it. No dream could undo it. I lay there, wrapped in layers, yet still shivering. Every time I closed my eyes, Marco Vincenzo’s gaze cut through the dark.  

That smirk.  

That threat.  

That kiss pressed to my cheek like a death sentence.

I still felt it on my skin, like something I couldn’t wash away. Was I destined to always be under a man’s thumb?  

First, my father.  

Then Ray.  

Now Marco.

By the time I dozed off, the sun had begun to rise. I lay there until it was time to get the girls ready for school. While they went downstairs to join Aunt Ruth for breakfast, I showered, dressed in a black pencil skirt and a soft blush pink blouse, something professional, calm, controlled.

Fake it until the walls stop closing in.

I needed caffeine. And a moment with Aunt Ruth. I planned to ask her again to stay out of this mess. If Marco saw her coming, it could get her killed.

Halfway down the stairs, I heard laughter.

Then I heard his voice.

I froze mid-step, heart pounding.  

I could already picture the scene: Creed, sitting at my table like he belonged there.  

And when I stepped into the kitchen, there he was: navy slacks, a crisp white shirt, a paisley tie. Long blond hair hung loose around his shoulders.

Too confident.  

Too comfortable.  

Too damn good-looking this early in the morning. It wasn’t fair how he could walk in and make it look easy, like none of this was broken.

The girls were on either side of him, bowls of cereal in front of them, giggling like he was the funniest man alive. They still adored him. And for a second, I remembered why I had ever let that man touch my heart. 

His eyes found mine instantly, the air between us snapping tight.

“There she is,” Aunt Ruth said cheerfully. “I just pulled a blueberry streusel out of the oven.”

“Good morning,” Creed said, lifting a black mug. “You look lovely this morning.”

I didn’t return the smile. “What are you doing here?”

“Decided I’d drive you in,” he said, like this was something we did.  

We didn’t.

“We’ve never done that before.”

“Peyton,” Aunt Ruth said, scolding gently, “that was kind of him.”

“We have a meeting downtown,” Creed reminded me. “It made sense to ride together.”

Damn. I’d forgotten about the pitch to the ad exec.

I turned to the Keurig, grabbing a travel mug, needing the distraction.  

“You think you can handle it alone? I’ve got something to take care of.”

His silence said everything. Accusation. Worry. Maybe something darker I didn’t want to name.

Aunt Ruth looked over, concern creeping in. “Is everything alright?”

No. Everything is wrecked.

“I’ve got a parent-teacher conference,” I lied.

She caught the look in my eyes and nodded, playing along. “Oh! Yes, yes. I forgot about that.”

Creed’s gaze narrowed. He knew. I could feel it. But he didn’t push.

“I can handle it,” he said finally.

Good. Because I wasn’t sure I could handle ten minutes next to him without unraveling.

“Thanks,” I said, filling my mug. “I’ll be in after.”

Creed stood, placed his mug gently on the table, then turned to Aunt Ruth. “Thank you for breakfast. The streusel was amazing.”

“You’re always welcome,” she said, giving me a subtle warning look.  

I ignored it.

“Girls,” she called. “Time for the bus.”

As they left the room, I braced myself. Then looked directly at him.  

“Why are you really here?”

He reached into his pocket, pulled out a small cloth, and held it out to me.

“I found your earring.”

I had forgotten that one was missing from my earlobe.  

I took it, turned without a word, and headed into the powder room to fix it.  

When I returned, he was still there. Like this was his house.

“You can go now.”

“Not until I say what I came to say.”

I crossed my arms. “Apologize or justify?”

Before he could answer, the girls rushed in, their energy slicing through the tension. They hugged me. Hugged him. Creed’s smile lit up, genuine and warm.  

But I didn’t trust it today.

I kissed their cheeks and sent them out the door with Aunt Ruth.

Creed followed me into the garage.

“Peyton,” he said, voice low. “I need you to listen.”

I let out a bitter laugh and spun around. It was easier to be angry than to let myself feel how close I was to falling apart. “There’s nothing to talk about. You lied. I need time to figure out how I feel about that.”

His eyes pinned me in place, and my pulse, traitorous as ever, betrayed me. “I didn’t lie. I just didn’t tell you Ray was desperate.”

His words cracked something inside me.

Ray.  

Proud, inflexible Ray. So terrified of Marco that he’d gone to Creed for help.

A sob caught in my throat.  

I swallowed it down.

Creed stepped closer. “I didn’t handle it right. But let me say I’m sorry.”

I hesitated. I wanted to know what Ray said, what Creed saw in him that day, but I wasn’t ready.

“Not now,” I said softly. “We’ll talk. Just ... not today.”

I hit the garage door button. The motor whirred, gears grinding like the weight between us.

Creed moved in. He didn’t touch me but stood too close. “I said I was sorry.”

I nodded. “And I appreciate it. But I need space. Can you give me that?”

“I can,” he said. “For now. But we will talk.”

I turned toward my car.

“Tell me more about Marco,” he said, just blocking my path enough to remind me I wasn’t getting away that easily.

I exhaled sharply. “Marco is a friend of Ray’s family. That’s all.”

A lie so thin I could almost see through it myself. One, I prayed he wouldn’t pick apart.

He stared at me like he wanted to peel the truth straight off my skin.

But then ... he stepped back.

“Okay.”

Just one word. But the way he said it told me he didn’t believe a single syllable.

I slid behind the wheel, heart pounding.  

Creed stood watching me, hands in his pockets, with that knowing expression. The one that always saw too much.

I started the engine and hated the way my eyes followed him as he walked toward his sports car at the curb. Hated the way my body still responded to his presence as though an addict seeing the needle.

He’s poison, Peyton. Don’t forget that. And yet, part of me still ached for the antidote he’d never be.

I didn’t wait for him to pull off.  

I hit the horn once and took off down the driveway.  

The garage door slid shut behind me like a curtain falling on a scene I couldn’t bear to replay.

Then I drove in the opposite direction, as far as I could from Creed.  

From Marco.  

From the version of myself that kept surrendering to the wrong kind of men.

* * *
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IN MY RUSH TO GET AWAY from Creed, I left my coffee mug on the counter, still half full.  

I drove past the freeway entrance, the gas station, and the safe places I usually stopped when I needed to think. I didn’t care where I ended up. As long as it wasn’t anywhere he could find me. I kept going until the houses became unfamiliar and the morning sun turned into a blinding glare in my mirrors.

Only when I was sure Creed hadn’t followed me did I pull into a quiet strip of shops and find a hole-in-the-wall coffee spot. I ordered something dark, strong, and unforgiving.

With the windows down and the breeze brushing against my face, I sat in silence, gripping the paper cup like a lifeline.

No music. No distractions. Just me, the coffee, and the storm inside my head. Questions I couldn’t outrun. Choices I wasn’t ready to make.

Ray’s mess had become my prison.

I’d never even gotten a parking ticket. Not one infraction. And now I was laundering money for a mobster who had already ended one life. 

If I got caught, there’d be no bedtime stories.  

No first dances.  

No college graduations.

Just cold metal bars and two little girls growing up without their mother and father.

I rested my head against the seat and stared into nothing.

Reopening the agency meant becoming the face of a one-woman crime front.  

No recruiters. No admin staff. Just me, pretending to run a dead business while funneling dirty money through clean accounts.

But marrying Marco Vincenzo’s son? That was a different kind of prison.  

One I might never walk away from.

A chill slid down my spine. I took another sip and whispered, “God ... help me.” Just in case He was still listening, because I didn’t know who else would.

Aunt Ruth meant well. She always had.  

But I wouldn’t risk her life. Not for this.  

Not for me.

Suck it up, buttercup.

I tossed back the last sip of lukewarm coffee, pulled out my phone, and asked Siri to call Celine. My hand shook so badly I almost dropped it. 

I expected a voicemail. Instead—

“Hello?”

“Celine! Hey, good morning. I’m sorry to bother you.”

“Peyton! Morning! No bother at all. I’m usually up with the chickens. Funny, I was just about to call you.”

That caught me off guard. “Really? Why?”

“The building manager called about the agency. Said the rent’s been paid ... for another year.”

I sucked in a breath. I should’ve seen that coming.  

“Yeah ... yeah, I talked to my accountant. Turns out it would create a tax nightmare if I shut the agency down right now. So, I figured ... leave it dormant for now. Maybe write it off.”

A pause. I could almost hear her thinking.

“So ... are you reopening?”

“Just temporarily,” I lied. “Maybe through tax season. But I need to know how to run payroll for a few visiting nurses.”

“You want me to show you?”

“I’d really appreciate it.”

“I can just do it for you.”

“No!” I said too fast, too loud. “No ... I have other plans for you. And honestly, we’re talking about maybe five employees. Tops. Easy peasy.”

Another pause. A long one.

“You sure you don’t need help?”

“Positive. Just show me the steps. That’s all.”

She agreed, but I could tell she didn’t buy it.

“Great!” I chirped, faking enthusiasm I didn’t feel. “Can you meet me at the agency this morning with the keys?”

“Give me ten minutes,” she said.

“You’re the best. And it’s a paid day, by the way.”

“Peyton—”

“No arguments. You’re doing me a huge favor.”

We hung up. And for a while, I just sat there. Letting the cool air slap my skin. Letting my future bleed out like a slow leak I couldn’t stop.

Before heading over, I texted Isabella to cancel my meetings for the day.  

I couldn’t sit through layout debates or branding updates, not when my real job now involved organized crime.

When I arrived at the agency, Celine was already waiting with a card table, two folding chairs, and coffee in hand. Her gray corkscrew curls bounced with every movement, framing a warm, round face that reminded me so much of Aunt Ruth it almost made my chest ache. There was something about her soft laughter and her motherly energy that instantly put me at ease. She was a godsend.

We got to work.  

The payroll system was unfamiliar, but I took notes like a woman on trial. Because in a way, I was. It looked manageable for five employees. But manageable wasn’t the same as safe. And if Marco added a zero to that number—and he would—this system would bury me. Celine walked me through it with the patience of a saint.

When we finished, she smiled and asked, “So, what do you think?”

I met her topaz-colored eyes, held up my notebook, and said, “I think I’ll be fine.”

That was a lie, too.

My phone buzzed with emails, texts, and missed phone calls. The magazine needed me. But there wasn’t enough of me to go around. And I couldn’t ask Celine to get involved. Not when this wasn’t payroll.  

It was a trap.

After she left, I sat at the table, paralyzed. Then I walked down the hall. Ray’s office door creaked open the way it always had. The way it always would. I stood in the middle of the room, fists clenched. I wanted to burn it all down. Every reminder that I’d trusted him. 

“How could you do this to us?” I whispered.

No answer. Just silence. Dust. Rage.

“I hate you,” I snapped. “I hate you for this!” 

I kicked the chair. Slammed my hand against the doorframe. Screamed into the empty air until my voice cracked. Then I cried.

Not pretty, cinematic tears.  

No soft weeping.

Just ugly, burning, chest-tightening sobs.  

The kind you choke on.

By mid-afternoon, I ordered lunch and didn’t touch it.  

I lay on the floor of Ray’s office, staring at the ceiling tiles, pretending they held answers. I couldn’t stay here, hiding from a war I didn’t start. I made a list. Lists gave the impression I still had some control.

Reinstall the desk, chair, and printer.  

Keep the phone line and utilities on.  

Maintain the illusion.  

Make it look like a legitimate, thriving business. Because now? Now, it had to be.

My tears dried. My rage didn’t.

By the time I locked up for the day, the sun was already dipping behind the trees.  

I stood on the front step of the agency, keys in hand, and told myself not to break down again.

And that’s when it came.

The idea.  

The solution. I didn’t let myself think about the fallout. Not yet.

Terrible. Risky. Reckless. But it could work.

It would cost me something I could never get back.

But it might buy me time.

And time was the one thing I was almost out of.

* * *
[image: ]


THE DOOR SWUNG OPEN fast.

Haley stood there smiling, not at all surprised to see me. Her expression was tickled, cocky, and knowing in a way that made my pulse rise. She didn’t invite me in. She didn’t have to. We both knew I’d come, whether she opened the door or not.

Without a word, she turned, hips swaying with exaggerated confidence as she sauntered down the hallway. Green yoga pants clung to her thin frame and flat ass, the matching sports bra dipping low to reveal creamy cleavage and the soft rise of her breasts. Every movement was deliberate. Every glance was a taunt. Her whole body screamed unbothered, and that alone made my jaw tighten.

I followed, refusing to admit the tension between us had never really disappeared. Hate might have dulled it, but it hadn’t killed it. Not completely.

In the living room, Haley rolled up a yoga mat with slow, measured ease. Weights sat neatly lined beside her, the scene almost too calm—too perfect. It was the kind of quiet that hides something sharp underneath.

She gestured to the chair beside her. “Have a seat.”

I sat stiffly on the edge of the cushion. I didn’t plan to stay long.

Haley curled up on the sofa, tucking her feet beneath her like a pampered cat. Her mane of curly hair framed a pale, oval face that looked almost angelic in the soft light. Almost.

“So?” she asked, voice flat. “What do you want?”

I didn’t waste time. “Mr. Vincenzo won’t let me close the agency.”

Haley laughed, a low, smug sound that slithered through the air. “Shocking.”

“Why does that not surprise you?” I asked.

“Because I told you they wouldn’t.” She leaned back, eyes distant, like she was replaying an old memory. “Ray owed them money.”

“Did he tell you how much?”

“Does it matter now?” She shrugged. “Marco had Ray right where he wanted him, so he had no choice but to agree to the laundering.” Haley sighed, her voice dipping into something almost regretful. “Failure was never an option for Ray. He thought he could outsmart Marco. But by the time he realized he was in too deep, he was already drowning.”

My jaw clenched. “Marco found out he was stealing. That’s why he killed him.”

Her expression shifted. The smugness vanished.

“What?” she asked, suddenly alert. “You think Marco—?”

“He didn’t say the words. But he didn’t have to.” I swallowed. “Then he threatened my girls.” The words were lead in my throat.

Haley’s face paled. For the first time, she looked genuinely shaken. “I always suspected,” she whispered. “But hearing it out loud ...”

The silence that followed felt endless.

Then nausea punched me in the gut. The room tilted. My heart hammered against my ribs, as though desperate to escape.”

I bolted down the hallway, barely making it to the powder room. Collapsing to my knees, I emptied my stomach into the toilet, body convulsing with dry heaves, fear, shame, and pure rage.

How had I landed here again, tethered to a dead man’s sins?

A minute later, Haley appeared in the doorway with a damp washcloth in hand. The smirk was gone, replaced with something I couldn’t quite place ... concern or morbid curiosity. Maybe both.

“Here,” she said, passing me the cloth, then turning to leave.

I took it, wiped my face, and stared at the sink for a long moment.  

The woman in the mirror looked wrecked. A life that felt so far away, I wasn’t sure it had ever been real.

“Get it together,” I whispered.

I splashed cold water on my face, buried the tremble in my spine, and went back to the living room.

Haley was outside now, perched on the balcony beneath a bruised sunset. Two glasses. One bottle of Ray’s favorite bourbon.

I stepped out. The breeze was cool and sharp, laced with aged tobacco and river water. Below us, Richmond’s old Tobacco District pulsed, converted warehouses spilling light from art galleries, cafes, and cocktail bars. Music drifted faintly from somewhere far off.

Haley slid a glass across the table. “Drink.”

I didn’t argue. The bourbon burned all the way down, but I needed something to ground me.

We drank in silence. Two women who once shared the same man and now shared the same enemy.

“Living here was a dream of mine once,” I murmured. A life that felt so far away, I wasn’t sure it had ever been real.

“I know,” Haley said.

I blinked. “How?”

“Ray told me. Said you liked the area’s ... what did he call it? ‘Vibrant cultural expression.’” She made air quotes and smirked again.

Bastard.

“To be fair,” she added, “he felt bad about buying this place. But it belonged to a friend of mine. When she moved to San Diego, I grabbed it.”

Somehow, that made it better.

“Well,” Haley said, straightening, “you didn’t just come here to puke in my bathroom and enjoy the view. What do you need?”

I met her eyes. Steeled myself. “I need you to run the agency.”

Her brows lifted. Slowly. “You mean you need me to launder dirty money.”

I didn’t flinch. “Yes.”

She sipped again, eyes narrowing. “What’s in it for me?”

I swept my arm wide. “All of it. The whole damn mess. Whatever profit Ray made, minus the money he was skimming, it’s yours.”

She stared at me a beat too long. “You fired me. Remember that?”

“I remember. I also remember you were good at what you did. And I need someone who already knows this world.”

“Let me guess. You’re too busy being ‘editor-in-chief’ to get your hands dirty.”

I didn’t answer.

Haley grinned, sharp as glass. “And the condo?”

“I’ll call my attorney in the morning. You can keep it.”

She swirled the bourbon in her glass. Her silence stretched. Long. Deliberate.

She was stalling.

“Whatever.” I stood, ready to walk.

“Sit back down,” Haley said.

I stopped.
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